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THE BATTLESHIP MAINE AS A FLORIDA
STATE BOARD OF HEALTH QUARANTINE
VESSEL 1
During the summer of 1896 Key West experienced
quite an epidemic of small-pox caused by an error of
diagnosis - mistaking chicken-pox in an adult negress. I
found the situation quite grave on my return home from
various trips which I made during that early part of my
State Health Officership. I very soon found quite a
trouble on my hands, for the statute in regard to contagious diseases was such as to compel the State Board
of Health to care for all contagious communicable diseases of a dangerous character, especially small-pox. The
scattered cases, principally in the negro section of the
town, made many foci to be looked after in food, medicine and in guarded isolation, and necessarily the expense was piling up. To counteract that, authority was
gotten from the President of the State Board of Health
to erect a suitable building well removed from the inhabited centers, into which the cases could be removed,
segregated, and economically maintained to recovery,
for in the large majority of cases the disease was mild in
character.
When the building had been erected and equipped,
the Mayor of the city was notified to cause all cases,
white as well as colored, to be removed to the hospital.
To my surprise he positively refused, and was supported
in his refusal by the President of the Council and the
Council. He was then given twelve hours within which
to make the removal of cases, and as an ultimatum, the
quarantine of the city and island from the mainland of
Florida. Meanwhile communication was had with the
Governor of the State, Governor Mitchell, asking his
1
This is the first part of Dr. Porter’s Reminiscences mentioned in
the last number of the Quarterly. They are told in narrative style,
without revision, for it is believed that in this form they will not only
be more interesting but will be of at least as great historical value. Editor.
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assistance in requesting the United States Navy and
Treasury Departments to give aid through government
vessels lying in the harbor.
After the expiration of twelve hours, and when no
steps had been taken by the City Authorities to comply
with the request of the State Health Officer in the removal of the cases of small-pox to the hospital, all
guards, food, maintenance, and medical treatment were
removed by the State Board of Health, and the City of
Key West placed by proclamation under quarantine from
the rest of the State. The next morning while Dr.
Joseph H. White, an officer of the United States Marine
Hospital Service, who had been detailed here from
Washington to assist me in suppressing the epidemic, and
myself were busily engaged in vaccinating adults’ and
children of both races, there appeared in the doorway of
my office two naval officers, in immaculate white uniform
with side arms and gloved, who wished to see Dr. Porter.
After mutual introduction, Captain Sigsbee, the Commanding Officer of the Battleship Maine, then lying in the
harbor, said that he had been ordered by the Secretary of
the Navy to report to Dr. Porter, the State Health
Officer of Florida, for duty in connection with harbor
quarantine of the island. The situation was explained
and the younger officer took notes of what was desired,
and the signatures of both Dr. White and Dr. Porter
were furnished Captain Sigsbee, without which to a permit allowing vessels, crew or passengers to leave the port,
he would instruct all craft to be detained and turned back.
The quarantine, with the United States Government supporting the same at the request of the Governor of the
State, had the desired effect and the next day every case
of small-pox, white and colored, were removed by the city
authorities to the hospital, and vaccinating rapidly progressed. The sequence was that the cases in the city also
rapidly decreased in number, and in a month the city was
declared free from small-pox and the quarantine “lifted”.
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A launch from the Maine, commanded by a junior
officer of the Navy and equipped with a one-pound rifle
gun in the bow, patrolled the harbor both by day and
night and all vessels leaving the harbor were inspected as
to needed permits. It was intimated by the rebellious of
the community, that should occasion arise and assistance
be needed, no attention would be paid to the Government
patrol. The occasion arose soon afterwards when a report was circulated that one of the Mallory Line of
steamers coming from Galveston had grounded on a reef
just outside of the entrance to one of the channels leading into the harbor. Whereupon every craft which could
sail immediately “put out” to assist the steamer supposedly in distress. For an hour or more the Government launch acting as a patrol boat was kept busy, but
succeeded in rounding up and turning back many who did
not have the required permit to leave. Now comes the
incident which I wish to stress and how the battleship
Maine acting as a quarantine steamer, enforced discipline
and supported the authority of the State Board of Health
of Florida. A wrecking tug put forth to assist the
steamer. The tug was owned and commanded by one of
the “irreconcilables” who “would show whether the State
Board of Health could interfere with him in his business”.
The tug was hailed and called to stop by the officer in the
launch, but paid no attention. Evidently from the deck
of the Maine the manouvering had been watched and
when it was seen that the tug was getting away from the
patrol launch, “boom” went a blank shot from the Maine,
and again when no attention was paid to this warning,
another shot was fired but this time with shotted shell,
which fell just in front of the bow of the tug. Result an immediate turning around of the tug with several of
the sail satellites which had escaped inspection, and a return to the harbor; with likewise an immediate flooding
of the State Health Officer’s office for vaccination and
permits.
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The Maine was released from duty at Key West
shortly afterwards and ordered North, but the Navy Department supplied another battleship for quarantine duty
until the quarantine was finally “lifted”.
A battleship thus acting as a quarantine vessel, and
her commanding officer, a man of high rank, under the
direction of the Secretary of the Navy enforcing sanitary
instructions of the Florida State Board of Health, is, I
think, the first instance of the kind in the history of maritime quarantine.
JOSEPH Y. PORTER .
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